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constantly lowered costs. In the second period, (2) of rising prices,
the law of decreasing returns had begun to operate as regards raw
materials used by the iron and steel industry, so that their prices
rose more than the average.
Comparing the trend of iron and steel prices in the different
countries dealt with, up to 1896 the prices of pig iron fell slowly
in England and Germany, rather faster in France and much faster
in the U.S.A, The trend of bar steel prices fell less fast in England
than in Germany. The purchasing power of pig iron, that is its
price compared with the general price-list, rose in England and
Germany but only very slightly in France; in the U.S.A. it fell
fairly rapidly. The purchasing power of bar steel rose in England
but fell in Germany. Thus there is evidence that the cheapening
of iron and steel was occurring abroad relatively faster than here.
After the turning point in the course of general prices in 1896
the trend of pig iron prices was slightly upwards in England, also
in France, and rather more steeply so in the U.S.A., while in Ger-
many the trend was slightly downwards. The trend of bar steel prices
was as follows: in England upwards, in Germany and the U.S.A.
practically stationary. In this period the purchasing power of pig
iron fell in the four countries mentioned but faster in France and
Germany than in England and the U.S.A. The purchasing power
of bar steel fell faster in Germany than in England. The stronger
tendency to cheapening of German iron and steel must not be
attributed so much to quality differences as to the lowering of pro-
duction costs through technical and organizational improvements
such as greater heat and by-product recovery, and technical in-
tegration of works. Relative price movements between the different
countries, therefore, appear to have been a factor of improved
technique and so, of course, within the control of the industry.
Price cycles showed as positive a correlation after the war as
before, but after 1920 the price level of iron and steel was lowest
in France and Belgium, whose prices governed the world market.
In Britain iron and steel prices were lower than the general price
level, largely because of over-capacity. The Balfour Committee
(Survey of Metal Industries) found that the decline in price of
iron and steel products relative to that of manufactured goods in
general, was not accompanied by a corresponding reduction in
cost.
We may say that price level trends throw some light on the
poritioa of the British iron and steel industry, viz. why German